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1
LOCATION OF A LEAK IN A PIPE

BACKGROUND

The present disclosure generally relates to the detection of
an event in a pipe and, more specifically, to the detection and
the location of a leak of a fluid flowing in a buried pipe or of
another event affecting the pipe.

DISCUSSION OF THE RELATED ART

The detecting and the locating of a leak in a pipe are
recurring issues for which many solutions have already been
provided, be it for water pipes, gas pipes, or oil pipes.

While it is relatively easy to find out that a pipe has a leak
between two points by detecting a loss of flow at the end
point, locating this leak is often more difficult. Further, locat-
ing a leak is all the more difficult as the pipe is deeply buried.
Further, the position of the pipes is often unknown by the
operator of a pipe network.

Among existing techniques for detecting a leak in a pipe,
one can mention:

sensors placed at regular intervals along the pipe to analyze
the pressure variation, for example, by using acoustic waves,
correlation systems; and

swimming sensors which circulate in the pipe and which
detect pressure variations.

To locate the leak, the information provided by such sen-
sors then has to be transmitted.

In the first case (sensors placed at regular intervals), the
simplest technique comprises having a data transmission
cable circulate along the pipe. This technique is particularly
expensive. It has already been provided to use radio waves,
for example, by equipping sensors with an electro-magnetic
transponder like an RFID tag. However, the range of such a
system does not exceed a few meters and is not applicable to
deep pipes.

An additional difficulty in the presence of buried pipes is
that the pipe mapping is often inaccurate. This is not really an
issue in the case of urban distribution pipes due to the high
density of such pipes. However, for transport pipes of such a
network which convey the fluid over tens, or even hundreds of
kilometers at a great depth, this becomes a problem.

Further, in an application to a drinking water transport
network, it is not only important to detect and locate the leak
to be able to repair it, but also useful to know whether this leak
generates a contamination, for example, bacteriological, of
the water flowing therethrough. Indeed, if this happens, the
water distribution must be interrupted for sanitary reasons
while, otherwise, the leak is only a nuisance because water is
lost, but is not necessarily dangerous.

This problem also exists in the case of'a hydrocarbon or gas
transport, for example, to detect an infiltration of water into a
hydrocarbon or to be sure of the purity of the transported fluid.

SUMMARY

An embodiment enables to locate an event in a pipe, for
example, a leak in a pipe.

Another embodiment provides a solution which applies
whatever the depth at which the pipe is buried.

Another embodiment provides a solution requiring no
modification of existing leak detectors.

Another embodiment provides a solution compatible with
a transmission of more information than the mere existence of
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a leak such as, for example, the presence of foreign bodies in
the transported fluid, a contamination of this fluid, the nature
or the size of the leak, etc.

Another embodiment provides a solution compatible with
existing detectors for detecting such additional information.

An embodiment provides a method comprising the steps
of:

locally detecting an event in a pipe;

generating at least one signal, coded according to the
detected event; and

detecting a frequency signature of said signal in images
generated by a synthetic aperture radar.

According to an embodiment, said event is detected by
swimming sensors or detectors placed along the pipe, prefer-
ably at regular intervals.

According to an embodiment, said event is a leak.

According to an embodiment, the signal coding is a func-
tion of one or several parameters, among which the presence
of a leak, the size of the leak, the presence of a contaminant,
a malfunction of the detector, an identifier of the detector.

According to an embodiment, the coded signal is variable
along time and successively takes values corresponding to
said parameters.

According to an embodiment, in the case where an event is
detected in a first passage of the radar, the latter is configured
to increase its resolution in the region of the event for a
subsequent passage.

According to an embodiment, in the case where an event is
detected during the passage of a first radar, said location is
refined during at least one passage of a second radar of dif-
ferent resolution.

Another embodiment provides a system comprising:

at least one detector of an event in a pipe;

at least one device capable of generating at least one signal
coded according to the detected event; and

at least one synthetic aperture radar for detecting a fre-
quency signature of said signal.

According to an embodiment, the system further com-
prises at least one computer system for processing data pro-
vided by the radar.

According to an embodiment, the detector is connected to
the device.

According to an embodiment, the pipe is buried.

According to an embodiment, the device is positioned
according to the range of the radar.

According to an embodiment, the system further com-
prises at least one detector of the presence of a contaminant or
foreign body in the pipe.

A device for generating a signal adapted to such a system is
also provided.

According to an embodiment, the system comprises: an
actuator circuit controlled by the detector; and a circuit for
transmitting a coded signal under control of the actuator.

The foregoing and other features and advantages will be
discussed in detail in the following non-limiting description
of specific embodiments in connection with the accompany-
ing drawings.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a very simplified representation of an embodi-
ment of a system for locating a leak in a pipe;

FIG. 2 is a very simplified representation of an embodi-
ment of a transmit device of the system of FIG. 1;

FIGS. 3, 4, and 5 illustrate embodiments of transmit
devices; and
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FIGS. 6A and 6B, 7A and 7B, 8A and 8B, 9A and 9B, 10A
and 10B, illustrate the operation of the system of FIG. 1,
respectively in the absence and in the presence of a leak.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The same elements have been designated with the same
reference numerals in the different drawings, which have
been drawn out of scale. Further, only those steps and ele-
ments which are useful to the understanding of the embodi-
ments which will be described have been shown and will be
detailed. In particular, the leak detectors, be the detection
performed by pressure analysis, by the use of acoustic waves,
etc., have notbeen detailed, the described embodiments being
compatible with current detectors, be they simple leak detec-
tors or more advanced detectors also detecting the presence of
a contaminant or any other event detector. Similarly, what
exploitation is made of the received information has not been
detailed, the described embodiments being, here again, com-
patible with the current use of data relative to leaks in pipes.

Anembodiment will be described hereafter in relation with
an example of leak location, but the present description more
generally applies to the locating of any event relative to a pipe
or to a fluid that it transports, provided for said event to be
locally detectable. Similarly, the present disclosure will focus
on the example of a buried pipe, knowing that the present
invention applies to any pipe, be it directly in the ground, in
free air, in a tunnel, an underground duct, etc., and whatever
the size of the pipe network possibly containing this pipe.

It is provided to use a synthetic aperture radar (SAR).

Such a radar is well known per se. The radar antenna is
generally attached to a satellite or to a plane and generally has
an azimuthal aperture of several degrees in the displacement
direction and laterally. The radar emits radio wave pulses at
wavelengths ranging from a few meters to a few millimeters.
Since the radar moves, the same area or the same point is
illuminated several times. A series of data is thus obtained for
each area of point under the radar. The echoes received at the
different positions of the antenna are combined to obtain
images of the observed areas as if a wide antenna of very high
resolution was used. By point-by-point analysis of the Fourier
transforms and of the phase differences between the images,
a SAR radar enables not only to obtain a relief mapping of the
ground, but also information relative to the nature of the
encountered elements. Indeed, according to their composi-
tion, these elements have different frequency responses or
signatures. The consistency of the observed areas not only
depends on the image acquisition geometry, but also on the
nature of the area. It is thus possible, by processing of the
obtained images, to locate areas of different natures.

The use of a SAR-type radar has the advantage of covering
significant areas as well as areas of difficult access.

They further enable to detect events under the earth’s sur-
face. The detection depth, which may reach several tens of
meters, depends on the radar resolution and on the nature of
the ground.

It could have been devised to exploitimages of a SAR radar
to detect sheets of water or of a fluid around a pipe and to
deduce therefrom the possible existence of a leak. Indeed,
SAR radars have already been used to detect the presence of
ground water sheets. However, it would for this purpose be
necessary to exactly know the pipe mapping, which is not the
case. Further, the detection would be disturbed by any pres-
ence of a sheet of fluid between the ground and the pipe. It
would further be impossible to distinguish the presence of a
natural sheet from a leak.
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It is however provided to take advantage of the ability of
SAR radars to provide signals usable to generate mappings of
frequency responses of the overtlown areas to locate leak
detectors placed along a pipe. To achieve this, circuits for
generating a determined signal, actuated in the presence of a
leak, are associated with these detectors. In other words,
while a SAR radar generally interprets passive signatures of
the ground or of the depths, it is used to transmit information
transmitted by a device to an interpretation and processing
center. The processing center receives the images generated
by the radar and processes these images to reconstruct a
mapping of the area. Such a mapping will be modified in the
case where a code or pattern is transmitted by one of the
devices associated with the detectors.

FIG. 1 very schematically shows an embodiment of a sys-
tem for detecting and locating a leak in a buried pipe 10. This
drawing shows a geographic area comprising pipe 10 and
overflown by a SAR radar (symbolized by its antenna 22)
supported by a satellite 20 or, as a variation, by a plane not
shown. Pipe 10 follows any path on the ground. The path is
symbolized by dotted lines P10 in FIG. 1.

Pipe 10 is equipped with detectors 32 and devices 30 for
coding and transmitting information provided by the detec-
tors.

The cone of radar 22 illuminates an area (dotted line C22)
on the ground which moves along with satellite 20. In depth P,
the rays encounter the different ground components as well as
pipe 10. In the idle state, that is, when there is no leak, the
devices are for example at stand-by and transmit nothing.
When a device 30 is activated by the detector associated
therewith, it starts transmitting a signal, preferably repetitive,
periodic or not, which will modify the frequency signature of
the area where this device is located. The mapping of this area
will thus be modified in the presence of a leak. The interpre-
tation of this mapping enables not only to detect the leak, but
alsoto locate the detector which has reported it. The images of
the SAR radar are processed by a ground center 40, equipped
with the computer systems necessary to reconstruct the map-
ping.

According to the depth of pipe 10, devices 30 may be
combined with the detectors (left-hand portion of FIG. 1) or
be placed closer to the surface (right-hand portion of FIG. 1)
to be within the range of the SAR radars. In this last case, they
are connected to the detectors by wire or wireless links (radio
or acoustic waves, for example).

FIG. 2 very schematically shows in the form of blocks
elements of the system placed on the side of pipe 10 (PIPE).
Detector 32 (DETECT) is placed against pipe 10 to analyze,
for example, with acoustic waves, but more generally by any
usual leak detection technique, the fluid flowing through the
pipe and to detect a possible leak. Device 30 comprises an
actuator 31 (ACTUATE), or coder, activated by detector 32,
and a circuit 33 for scattering (SCATTER) or for transmitting
a signal comprising the determined code or pattern, which is
a function of the information to be transmitted. It is not
necessary to transmit with a high power. What matters is for
the generation of the pattern to disturb the frequency response
of'the area in a way which is detectable by the SAR radar.

The signal is transmitted, for example, by an antenna or an
active or passive network of antennas which generates a spec-
tral fingerprint or signature in the area of device 30. The signal
is coded according to the event.

According to embodiments, it may be provided for all three
elements 31, 32, and 33 to be comprised within a same ele-
ment, for example, a device attached to the pipe, or for them
to be separate.
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FIG. 3 shows an embodiment of a section of pipe 10. The
leak detector is formed of a swimming sensor 32' circulating
along with the fluid in pipe 10 and transmitting information to
detectors 32, generally ring-shaped, distributed along the
pipe. The assembly of swimming sensor 32' and of detector
32 forms ausual detection device. Detector 32 communicates
with a device 30 (coder 31 and emitter 33), in the shown
example, via a wire link 34. Any other type of link can be
envisaged.

FIG. 4 shows a section of pipe 10 according to another
embodiment of the type in FIG. 2 where detector 32 and
device 30 are comprised within a same device 3.

FIG. 5 shows a section of pipe 10 according to still another
embodiment, more specifically intended for the case where
pipe 10 is buried at a depth greater than the detection limit of
the SAR radar. It is then provided to bury device 30 (or at least
transmit circuit 33) at a depth within the range of the radar,
smaller than that of the pipe. The detector (or an element
comprising detector 32 and circuit 31) is for example buried
with the pipe and communicates, with distant device 30 (or
circuit 33), by means of a wire link 35 or a wireless link 36.
The limiting depth (LIM, FIG. 1) depends on the radar power,
on the nature of the field, on the number of radar passages, on
the image resolution, and even on the pattern transmitted by
device 30 which may be more or less easily detected by the
radar. Such a limiting depth may thus vary along the pipe. It
may for example be determined on laying of the pipe by
exploiting a test passage of the radar. SAR radars which are
capable of detecting signatures down to a depth of several tens
of meters are now available.

The different embodiments of the device on the pipe side
may be combined and different embodiments may be present
along a same pipe, for example, according to the depth of the
pipe.

The power supply of circuits 31 and 33, as well as of the
detector, may originate from batteries integrated to these cir-
cuits or from devices extracting power from the actual flow
(water turbines, for example). A pattern or code consuming
little power will preferably be selected.

FIGS. 6 to 10 illustrate the operation of the system of FIG.
1. FIGS. 6A, 7A, 8A, 9A, and 10A illustrate the operation in
the absence of a leak. FIGS. 6B, 7B, 8B, 9B, and 10B illus-
trate the operation in the presence of a leak.

Device 30 is assumed to be idle in the absence of a leak
(FIG. 6A). No signal is transmitted. The frequency response
(FIG. 7A) of region R illuminated by the radar then corre-
sponds to a response in the idle state. The image reconstruc-
tion (FIG. 8A) provides no information other than the infor-
mation generally captured by the radar. Areas Z having
different frequency responses have been arbitrarily shown in
FIG. 8A. These for example are different reliefs or different
ground natures.

As avariation, a signal is transmitted even in the idle state,
for example, to confirm the proper operation of the buried
device, this being however performed at the cost of an
increased consumption.

In the presence of a leak, circuit 31 generates a code sig-
naling or identifying this leak (FIG. 6B). The code may be of
variable complexity according to the information to be trans-
mitted. The transmission frames of this code are preferably
periodic. The frame length depends, among others, on the
code pattern to be transmitted. The frame may comprise a
preamble containing an identifier of the detector to enable to
identify its type, or even its serial number. The code may also
contain, for example, in successive frames or packets, difter-
ent data such as, for example, the indication of a leak followed
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by a characterization of this leak. In the arbitrarily-chosen
example of FIG. 6B, the case of a code over 4 bits is assumed.

Such a transmission, once transformed by circuit 33, modi-
fies the frequency spectrum H(f) of the response of the detec-
tor area (FIG. 7B). In region R illuminated by the radar, this
area is detectable. Such a detection may be performed by
comparing the image with a reference image in the absence of
a leak. Preferably, to avoid using a reference image, the exist-
ence in the image of frequency lines characteristic of the
transmitted pattern is rather detected.

According to the radar resolution, this determination may
or not be used for the location. If this resolution is not suffi-
cient, which would be true in most situations to simplify the
processing of a majority of images, when an area L1 contain-
ing a leak is identified, it increases its resolution by focusing
on this area L1 (FIG. 9B). After this second passage, the
images generated by the radar enable to refine the position
and to locate a more specific area [.2. The detection may be
further refined by increasing the resolution in subsequent
passages of the radar. It may also be provided to exploit the
images originating from several radars, for example, the pas-
sage of a radar supported by a satellite, followed by that of a
radar supported by a plane or another satellite with a more
accurate resolution.

The image processing results, in the presence of a leak, in
a specific processing, for example, the activation of an alert
signal AL (FIG. 10B) at the level of the processing center.

As illustrated in FIGS. 9A and 10A, in the absence of a
leak, no zoom is performed onregion R (FIG. 9A) and no alert
is generated (FIG. 10A).

The scattering code or pattern is preferably selected so that
the frequency signature that it represents on the response of
the area has a low probability of being under the effect of
another modification of the environment. This makes the
image interpretation easier. However, since the signature
transmitted in case of a leak is transmitted periodically and
can even vary along time to be different when the radar makes
asecond passage by focusing on a smaller area after a leak has
been located in a wide area, the risk of a misinterpretation is
low with an appropriate image processing. Indeed, the dis-
turbing signature should not only be identical to the transmit-
ted signature, but also be still and, further, in the case where
the transmitted signature is modified, it should be modified in
the same way.

The information capable of being used for a scattering
pattern may comprise the presence of a leak, the size of the
leak, the presence of a contaminant, a malfunction of the
detector, etc. This pattern may further comprise an identifier
of'the detector, for example, to ease the location or to give the
detector type. The transmission of an identifier of the detector
may, according to an alternative embodiment, enable to have
asame device 30 (or at least a same circuit 33) shared between
several detectors 32. In such a case, radar 22 locates device 30
and the detector identifier enables to refine the location, pro-
vided that the identifiers have been stored in relation with
their positions with respect to device 30. For example, in the
case of three detectors 32 sharing a same device 30, the
detectors having their position stored are the upstream detec-
tor, the downstream detector, and the associated intermediate
detector or the detector vertically in line with device 30.

The implementation of the system requires implanting
devices 30 on pipes. Such an implantation may be performed
on laying of the pipe or in maintenance operations on all or
part of the pipe.

The described embodiments are particularly adapted to
pipe networks in low urbanization areas. Indeed, this simpli-
fies the image processing by minimizing the risk of seeing
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elements (for example, vehicles) disturb the frequency
response with a signature close to the transmitted codes. This
however does not exclude an implementation in distribution
networks in more urbanized areas.

A preferred application is leak detection in water transport
networks, for example, in desert areas, where the detection is
generally difficult due to the size of the network. The homo-
geneity of the ground eases the image interpretation.

An advantage of the described embodiments is that it is not
necessary to know in advance the mapping of the equipped
pipes.

Another advantage is that it is not necessary to modify the
SAR radar. Indeed, it is sufficient to interpret the images that
it provides. Accordingly, the implementation of the described
embodiments may exploit images provided by existing SAR
radars.

Another advantage is that it is possible to code different
data and, thus, to transmit data giving information other than
the simple presence of a leak. Information relative to the size
of the leak, the presence of a contaminant and, more gener-
ally, any information detected by a detector, may be transmit-
ted.

Various embodiments have been described. Various alter-
ations, modifications, and improvements will occur to those
skilled in the art. In particular, the selection of the scattering
codes or patterns depends, among others, on the number of
different pieces of information which is desired to be trans-
mitted. Further, the time period for which the patterns are
transmitted may also vary and depend, for example, on the
fact that the transmitted information may be refined during a
second passage of the SAR radar.

Further, the practical implementation of the described
embodiments is within the abilities of those skilled in the art
based on the functional indications given hereabove and by
using usual leak detectors and SAR radars and by adapting
electronic circuits and computer systems usual per se. In
particular, the processing of the images provided by a SAR
radar is a technique which is now well controlled. It should
finally be noted that it can be sufficient to exploit the charac-
terization of the event without the location (for example, if the
position of the pipe and of the detectors is known). In such a
case, the information characterizing the event as well as,
preferentially, the detector identification, are sufficient.
Although, in practice, the images provided by the radar locate
the area with a variable accuracy, this can enable to use
images with a rougher resolution.

Such alterations, modifications, and improvements are
intended to be part of this disclosure, and are intended to be
within the spirit and the scope of the present invention.
Accordingly, the foregoing description is by way of example
only and is not intended to be limiting. The present invention
is limited only as defined in the following claims and the
equivalents thereto.
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What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising the steps of:

locally detecting an event in a pipe with one or more

swimming sensors or detectors;

generating at least one signal with at least one device,

coded according to the detected event;

receiving said at least one signal with a synthetic aperture

radar; and

detecting a frequency signature of said signal in images

generated in response to said at least one signal received
by said synthetic aperture radar;

wherein in a case where an event is detected in a first

passage of the radar, the latter is configured to increase
its resolution in a region of the event for a subsequent
passage.

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising the step of
placing the one or more swimming sensors or detectors along
the pipe at regular intervals.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein said event is a leak.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein the signal coding is a
function of one or several parameters comprising a presence
of a leak, a size of the leak, a presence of a contaminant, a
malfunction of the detector, an identifier of the detector.

5. The method of claim 4, wherein the coded signal is
variable along time and successively takes values correspond-
ing to said parameters.

6. A method comprising the steps of:

locally detecting an event in a pipe with one or more

swimming sensors or detectors;

generating at least one signal with at least one device,

coded according to the detected event;

receiving said at least one signal with a synthetic aperture

radar; and

detecting a frequency signature of said signal in images

generated in response to said at least one signal received

by said synthetic aperture radar;

wherein in a case where an event is detected at a location
with a passage of a first radar, said location is refined
during at least one passage of a second radar of dif-
ferent resolution.

7. A system comprising:

at least one detector of an event in a pipe;

at least one device capable of generating at least one signal

coded according to a detected event; and

at least one synthetic aperture radar to detect a frequency

signature of said signal

wherein the at least one device is positioned according to a

range of the radar.

8. The system of claim 7, further comprising at least one
computer system for processing data provided by the radar.

9. The system of claim 7, wherein the detector is connected
to the device.

10. The system of claim 7, wherein the pipe is buried.

11. The system of claim 7, further comprising at least one
detector to detect the presence of a contaminant or foreign
body in the pipe.



